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1. Introduction
The novel coronavirus necessitated an unprecedented response from 
universities all over the world, and Japan has been no exception. On 
account of the virus, most conventional lectures and seminars were halted 
indefinitely and digital approaches were introduced as alternatives. Broadly 
speaking, there were four types of online solutions adopted by universities 
as surrogates for regular classes: 1) pre-recorded video lectures, 2) live 
video lectures, 3) live video seminars, and 4) assignments / reports.
The following sections: 1) describe the four types of alternative online 
solutions to traditional in person teaching, 2) compare the solutions with 
the traditional classroom environment, and 3) contrast the solutions with 
one another, especially with regard to their effectiveness in language 
learning. In the final section, we will see our students’ performance on a 
standardized English examination in 2020 compared with the previous 
years.
2. Description of the Alternative Solutions
The four alternative solutions to traditional in person teaching were 
implemented by different universities to varying degrees. While the 
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prevailing circumstances of the university and subject matter being taught 
influenced how they were utilized, their effectiveness compared to the 
conventional classroom experience became a consideration of increasing 
import for teachers. As the potentially lengthy duration of the pandemic 
became clearer, so too did the need for effectiveness assessments.
2.1  A Pre-recorded Video Lecture
A pre-recorded video lecture, as the name implies, is an in-person lecture 
adapted to video format; it typically makes heavy use of PowerPoint slides 
in combination with an audio recording of the lecture, which has been 
specifically made for the purpose. The lecturer can make use of a number 
of digital visual and audio aids that may be unavailable in the classroom, 
and the lecture is often accompanied by digital handouts and ancillary 
audio or video recordings relating to the subject matter. Such lectures 
typically last an hour with half an hour set aside afterwards for what would 
have normally been class-based tasks. Students are able to watch these at 
their convenience as long as they are available.
2.2  A Live Video Lecture
A live video lecture is broadly similar to a pre-recorded video lecture, 
except that the lecture is delivered at a specific time that students are 
expected to attend. It may or may not involve some live interaction 
between the lecturer and students, but usually not. The lecture may 
be focused on PowerPoint slides or it may simply be a recording of a 
conventional lecture. Often students who cannot be present at the time 
of the livestream are permitted to watch the recording afterwards and be 
counted as having attended, since there is usually no substantive difference 
for them as learners. However, if time is set aside for class-based tasks, 
then students attending the live stream may have the opportunity to interact 
with the lecturer.
2.3  A Live Video Seminar
As might be expected, a live video seminar is much different from a live 
video lecture, since it is typically task-led and relies on interaction between 
students and the seminar leader. This format is usual for language classes, 
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both in-person and online. Normally a live video seminar will last a full 
ninety minutes, making significant use of “break rooms” for pair-work 
and small group discussion. The seminar leader may introduce content 
before, during, and after classes; students may be expected to prepare both 
before and during class to complete a variety of tasks intended to promote 
active learning. In language classes this usually means exercising grammar 
constructs and vocabulary, at the same time as improving their critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills.
In some cases, students who are unable to attend a live video seminar 
may be permitted to view a recording and count as having attended the 
class. However, this is not recommended, as the educational benefits are 
likely to be significantly lesser.
2.4  An Assignment or Report
Whereas lectures involve the transmission of knowledge from lecturer to 
students, and seminars are interactive learning opportunities, an assignment 
or report is an opportunity for students to demonstrate what they have 
learned. In normal times, it is rare for a teacher to count an assignment as a 
class given, but the heavy burden on teachers of producing online content 
led to some institutions allowing this more frequently during the public 
health emergency. For language classes, a written assignment can act as 
a surrogate for speaking activities, affording students a similar chance 
to demonstrate command of new grammar structures and vocabulary, as 
well as analytical and creative thinking. On account of this, assignments 
usually cannot stand alone. They normally need lengthy preparation and 
explanation from the teacher beforehand, which is also why assignments 
are not normally counted as a class taught, even when returned to the 
student with extensive feedback.
3. Comparison of Classroom with the Four Solutions
When considering the effectiveness of the four online alternatives 
identified above, it is first necessary to compare them to the conventional 
classroom experience. The purpose in doing so is to provide a baseline for 
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assessing them on their own merits before comparing them to one another, 
and finally weighing their value for language classes. All four alternatives 
have their roots in the conventional classroom experience, and so their 
advantages and disadvantages can be readily considered.
3.1  Pre-recorded Video Lecture vs. Conventional Classroom
The pre-recorded video lecture presents both students and lecturers with 
a number of advantages over the traditional classroom-based lecture. 
For students, the ability to watch the lecture at their leisure is a matter 
of convenience, even if much lauded. More important is the ability to 
watch the same lecture multiple times, in whole or in part, and for review 
purposes. Things that were not readily understood on the first viewing 
may be grasped on the second or subsequent occasion. For teachers it is 
the chance to include visual and aural elements that they might not usually 
be able to include, and which enhance the learning experience for the 
students. Moreover, they can review their lectures before publishing them 
and re-record elements that they may wish to improve.
One significant disadvantage of the pre-recorded video lecture is 
that the emphasis often becomes the materials, such as the PowerPoint, 
rather than the speaker. Along with a loss of visual engagement between 
the lecturer and students, this can result in a disconnect. Visual cues and 
body language may be lost that are important for maintaining engagement 
with the subject matter. The enthusiasm of the lecturer for what they 
are teaching may not as easily be conveyed as in a classroom setting. 
Additionally, students may be tempted to tune out the lecture, and attempt 
to multitask while it plays in the background. Having ready access to a 
recording of the lecture may also discourage them from taking effective 
notes.
3.2  A Live Video Lecture vs. Conventional Classroom
A live video lecture shares many of the advantages and disadvantages of 
the pre-recorded lecture, but the potential lack of engagement is somewhat 
nullified by requiring students to be present at the time that the lecture is 
given, especially if there is an opportunity to ask the lecturer questions 
during post-lecture class-based tasks. However, if students are required to 
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be present when the class is first streamed, the advantage of convenient 
viewing is undermined. This is a particular problem if the student has 
limited or unreliable access to a viewing platform and environment, or if 
they are compelled to travel on account of live classes on the same day 
[e.g. practical training in the afternoon]. Some consideration can be given 
for class-wide or individual cases, but this requires close cooperation 
between the teaching staff and administrators, as well as a willingness to 
be flexible.
In general, a live video lecture has very limited value if students are not 
required to be present during the first streaming, even if they have access 
to a recording afterwards. The chief advantage of the live lecture is that it 
affords students the same chance as in a conventional classroom to interact 
with the lecturer after the lecture. Although questions can be presented by 
email, this is more time consuming for the teacher, and neither the question 
nor the answer is usually readily available to everyone.
3.3  Live Video Seminar vs. Conventional Classroom
On account of digital technological solutions, such as Zoom, live video 
seminars have recently become viable online surrogates for the in-person 
classroom-based experience. In particular, the “break-out” rooms afford 
teachers the capability to easily assign students to pairs or small groups 
for discrete task-based activities in isolation from one another. This very 
closely mimics the classroom experience, particularly if students have the 
video-feed option enabled and can read facial cues. It is a simple matter 
for the teacher to move between rooms, for the teacher to move students 
between rooms, and to have all participants return to the lobby.
The disadvantages for live video seminars are mainly administrative 
and logistical. There is some clunkiness with the interface that makes it 
less ideal than the classroom space, but it works sufficiently smoothly to 
be comparably practical. Ensuring that all students have the same access 
to effective equipment and a suitable environment is more challenging. 
Poor quality microphones and cameras, insufficient internet access, and 
reasonably quiet situations in which to participate for ninety undisturbed 
minutes on a regular basis, are all challenges. Anecdotally, teachers have 
reported students to be more focused on their classes when participating 
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from a relatively stable environment, such as their home.
3.4  Report / Assignment vs. Conventional Classroom
As mentioned above, in a conventional teaching situation it is very 
rare for a teacher to replace an entire class with a request for a report 
or assignment. Normally these are set in addition to classes taught, not 
as replacements for them. In the more distant past, it was perhaps more 
common for very busy language lecturers to do this from time to time. 
However, the strain of the pandemic and heavy workload for teachers with 
many classes certainly created an environment where this resort became 
more attractive as an effective time saving measure, even if such practices 
have questionable educational viability.
There are not many differences between a report or assignment set 
as a component of an online teaching environment as compared to a 
conventional classroom. If the activity is set outside teaching hours, 
then students can invest as much time as they have available in the task. 
Moreover, they can take advantage of the digital resources available 
to obtain information and conduct research much more easily than 
through traditional analogue means [e.g. using physical books]. There is 
an increasing risk of plagiarism and (for language classes) mechanical 
translation when reports and assignments are done freely. The burden on 
the teacher to watch for these problems can be potentially overwhelming.
When reports and assignments are done under time limited conditions, 
these problems are reduced; even if the students have access to the digital 
advantages of the computer age, if they are physically writing the report or 
assignment themselves, then the potential for abuse is much reduced. This 
is viable in a physical classroom setting, but less so in the digital classroom 
space. The necessity of having everything written using a word processing 
program allows students to easily leverage compatible technology.
Although the online environment presents some advantages for 
students and teachers, in particular the capacity for content to be recorded 
and reviewed, and digital technology allows for comparable levels of 
interactivity, the in-person classroom environment remains overall more 
desirable.  For language classes, where the aim is to give students the 
experience of directly interacting with one another and the teacher in a 
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foreign language, neither video lectures nor video seminars offer the same 
opportunity.
4. Relative Advantages and Disadvantages
Although a pre-recorded video lecture offers a number of advantages for 
students and lecturers in terms of convenience and as a fixed product, the 
lack of direct interactivity will always remain an issue. Recordings of 
lectures have been available for a long time in the digital space [e.g. The 
Great Courses], but it is hard to see how these differ from books in terms 
of the content they offer.
There is no real need for a lecturer if their only role is to convey 
information without interacting with the students. Of course, this is a 
weakness of the lecture system that has been increasingly exposed as 
information has become more readily available through both digital and 
analogue means. The role of lecturer has become more a custodian of 
reliable information than its direct source.
An online live lecture helps to stay in contact with students and to 
motivate them to learn. Since a live video lecture potentially offers a 
greater degree of interactivity than a pre-recorded video lecture, it has 
a greater educational value. During an online live lecture, students can 
ask questions, get immediate answers or feedback to their questions, and 
receive extra examples or further information if necessary. Students can 
interact with the teacher after the lecture while performing class-based 
tasks, and so have the opportunity to correct misunderstandings or obtain 
additional information not provided in the lecture. It is also advantageous 
for lecturers in that they can change the teaching method according to their 
students’ responses. If this additional time is not provided as part of the 
live video lecture, then there is effectively nothing to distinguish it from a 
pre-recorded lecture.
Although online live lectures have many merits such as students being 
able to adjust the speed of lectures arbitrarily as well as live streaming 
being close to a conventional classroom teaching style, watching live 
lectures can be troublesome for the student who has to share a computer 
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with other family members or with a poor internet connection. Therefore, 
it can be said that online live lectures are effective only if teachers and 
students have consistent access to the internet.
This interactive quality has to be contrasted with the convenience of 
being able to view a lecture at leisure, especially during the very difficult 
circumstances of the global online pandemic. However, as long as the 
lecture is recorded and made available to students who legitimately could 
not attend, then this drawback can be largely mitigated. Moreover, a 
recorded online live lecture is also very useful for students who attended 
the class because it allows them to review what they have learned and to 
confirm the notes they have taken. Although it gives a good opportunity to 
students who missed the class, we should make them aware that watching 
a recorded live lecture is not as effective as taking a real-time interactive 
live lecture.
On the other hand, interactivity requires participants, and if the 
majority of students are not participating directly in the live video lecture 
as it is streamed, then there is again no greater value than offered by the 
pre-recorded video lecture. Therefore, it is advisable that lecturers ask 
questions about the class experience to confirm that the understanding and 
responses to the experiment of a live lecture group and the recorded live 
lecture group are the same.
While live and pre-recorded video lectures aspire to achieve something 
similar to the traditional lecture format, the live video seminar attempts 
to offer the very different experience of the seminar class for students. 
For language classes, the seminar format gives students the rare chance to 
put into practice the grammar and vocabulary that they have previously 
studied, and to use these tools to solve problems together with their peers. 
Compared to the lecture format, there is really no contest for students in 
terms of opportunities for active learning and the potential to improve 
language abilities. A seminar class may involve some lecture aspects, but 
the majority of its content is interactive and task based.
The major disadvantage of the live video lecture is the same as its in-
person analogue, which is that classes have to be rather small in order to 
really be effective. While the student capacity for a lecture is effectively 
unlimited because of its passive nature, the student capacity for a 
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seminar is very limited because of its interactive intent. Moreover, there 
is little educational value to recording and reviewing the content, since 
the majority of the value is in the doing. These dual disadvantages are 
extremely restrictive for the online environment precisely because they so 
closely cleave to the necessities and limitations of the in-person classroom 
experience.
For language classes, the assignment or report as a replacement for a 
class has a number of very real and practical advantages in an emergency 
situation. For teachers with a heavy classload, converting classes intended 
for the conventional classroom environment to a digital format can 
be excessively time consuming, especially if live video seminars are 
prohibited, as was the case at Hoshi University during the first semester 
of 2020. Asking students to complete an assignment as an alternative 
allows for some degree of active learning on the part of the student, and is 
somewhat similar to the process of speaking, albeit without the interactive 
element. If it is acceptable to the university, as it was for a number of 
institutions during the initial pandemic period, then it is a not unreasonable 
solution.
However, there are a number of potential drawbacks. Aside from 
the potential of students to leverage digital tools, such as mechanical 
translators, and the temptation to plagiarize, the workload for the teacher is 
directly related to the number of students performing the assignment. For 
a report to be truly useful to a student, they will need individual feedback, 
which can be just as time-consuming as converting content to a digital 
format. Moreover, students need structure and preparation, as well as well-
defined objectives, before attempting to write a report. As a result, teachers 
have to be careful when deploying assignments, as they can create more 
work for themselves than they might expect.
Generally speaking, the passive lecture format is well suited to the 
online environment, and offers some advantages over the in-person 
experience. The seminar format, in contrast, is more limited because 
it always requires a live experience. However, lectures are of little 
educational value for language classes, as the value of the classroom 
environment is the opportunity to put the language learned into use and 
interact with other users. While a written assignment provides a student 
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with a similar opportunity to put their language skills into practice, the lack 
of interactivity means it is less than ideal as a replacement for an actual in-
person seminar class.
For language classes, the in-person seminar remains the ideal, with 
live video seminars being the most viable digital alternative. Passive video 
lectures, whether live or pre-recorded, are of extremely limited value for 
language learning, though they can be effective as auxiliary elements, 
assuming that there is sufficient preparation time. The same is true of the 
report, as long as it is properly supported, students can benefit from the 
simple experience of language construction.
5. Performance on a Standardized English Test
With these advantages and disadvantages in mind, it is worth reviewing 
the performance of students at Hoshi University. In order to be as fair as 
possible, we will use the results of the standardized English examination 
taken at the university every November, and compare the results obtained 
in 2020 to those of previous years.
Normally, students following the four-year course take this test in April 
and November, but on account of the global pandemic, these students did 
not take the test in April during 2020. Additionally, all students took the 
online version of the test, rather than the in-person version.
In 2018, the top thirty percent of first year students attained an average 
of 644 points in TOEIC; second year students got 637 points, which was 
35 points higher than the previous year; and third year students achieved 
an average of 665 points, which was 20 points higher than the previous 
year.
In 2019, the top thirty percent of first year students scored an average 
of 640 points in TOEIC; second year students 682 points, which was 38 
points higher than the previous year; and third year students 660 points, 
which was 23 points higher than the previous year.
In 2020, the top thirty percent of first year students achieved an 
average of 683 points in TOEIC; second year students 727 points, which 
was 87 points higher than the previous year; and third year students 709 
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points, which was 65 points higher than the previous year.
Although we can see a consistent increase in average TOEIC scores 
from 2018 to 2020 amongst the top thirty percent of students, and indeed 
the same is true of the overall averages, there is a clear difference between 
the degree to which scores increased in 2020 as compared to previous 
years. The degree of difference is two to three times that experienced in 
2018 and 2019, and this is something that is not straightforward to explain.
It is tempting to look at the results and simply conclude that online 
teaching is more effective than in-person teaching.  We might also add 
that students had more time to study English during the pandemic, both 
in terms of video viewing and self-study, as their social lives were more 
limited.  It follows that online teaching contributes more effectively to 
English language ability than in-person teaching.
However, this overlooks two other contributing factors.  First, it is 
easier for students to cheat the online TOEIC than the in-person version. 
Anecdotally, we know that students were taking tests with their friends, 
meaning that they were both sharing answers and the burden of finding 
answers.  Since TOEIC scores do affect grades for some classes, there was 
some motivation amongst students to find ways to obtain higher TOEIC 
scores than they deserved.
Secondly, the TOEIC is not TOEFL, meaning that it only really tests 
listening and reading comprehension.  There is no writing or speaking 
component to the TOEIC test, meaning that passive learning is potentially 
more effective than active learning in preparing students.  In other words, 
higher TOEIC test scores do not necessarily indicate better English ability; 
in fact, in this case, it may even suggest the opposite for speaking and 
writing skills.
There is one anomalous factor, though, and this is with regard to 
students following the four-year course.  Although these students achieved 
a similar average increase as the six-year course students in 2020, this 
was not particularly different from the average increase these students 
had enjoyed in previous years in taking TOEIC.  This suggests that online 
teaching was no more effective for this group than in-person teaching, 
and if we consider that six-year course students were able to achieve 
similar scores in contrast to previous years, then we must conclude that 
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online teaching was in fact less effective, otherwise we would have seen a 
substantial increase in four-year student averages.
Certainly these are intriguing data points, but we are unable to say 
anything for certain at this time.  More data is required before we can draw 
more than tentative conclusions about how the online environment has 
affected student capacity for language learning.
6. Conclusions and Implications
The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 caused by a novel virus has radically 
transformed the lives of university students all over the world. When the 
state of emergency over the coronavirus was declared by the Japanese 
government on the 7th of April, universities in central Tokyo were forced 
to change the teaching style and students were required to take online 
classes from home.
The pandemic affected our physical and mental well-being in profound 
ways. Unstable internet connections, difficult work environments, 
unfamiliarity with the necessary computer skills, and an overwhelming 
workload sometimes prevented teaching staff and students from achieving 
desirable performance levels. Many university students had difficulty 
staying motivated to learn and in maintaining a healthy lifestyle. Lack of 
motivation will cause students to miss the deadlines for watching video 
lectures and submitting assignments. In order to avoid an overwhelming 
workload, instructors need to frequently check the state of students’ study 
progress.
While pre-recorded video lectures are suitable for lecture-style 
courses, live video seminars are definitely more effective for English 
language courses, especially those that focus on speaking, discussion, and 
presentation. Pre-recorded lectures can be stopped any time, replayed, and 
reviewed many times, so this style provides students with the convenience 
of watching lectures at their own speed. Over ninety percent of students at 
Hoshi University reported that the chief merit of using pre-recorded video 
lectures was that they could study at their own pace. Judging from their 
TOEIC scores the first, second, and third year students took advantage of 
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pre-recorded English language video lectures and performed well. Indeed, 
it can be argued that any type of recorded video lecture can be an effective 
medium for supporting the understanding of students, in much the same 
way as a book.
However, since watching the pre-recorded video lectures does not 
require any face-to-face communication, such as student-to-teacher 
interaction or student-to-student interaction, nearly sixty percent of 
students at Hoshi University felt lonely and nearly half the students had 
a hard time concentrating on their studies. In fact, there were several 
students who contacted the English teaching staff in order to explain that 
they were having difficulty in adjusting to being at home all the time, and 
in managing their time effectively.
Although live video seminars are more interactive in nature, it is 
difficult to confirm their effectiveness in student language acquisition 
without more data and analysis. While our preliminary results suggest an 
improvement in TOEIC ability, our observations in the digital environment 
do not suggest a commensurate increase in English ability. Prior to 
the pandemic, the English section at Hoshi University was looking to 
further standardize the teaching and assessment methods used in the 
English courses. The challenges of the online teaching environment have 
intensified the need for these organizational and philosophical changes 
with a view towards more rigorous data collection.
In the next academic year, standardized in-house testing will be 
introduced for first-year and potentially third-year students at the 
beginning, middle, and end of the year. This was not possible previously, 
and will still not be possible for second year students, because of the 
diverse teaching methods and content that were employed for the English 
courses. However, the need to assess effective means of teaching for 
online emergencies has sharpened our desire to ascertain that students are 
getting the best possible English education at Hoshi University, and made 
this assessment our first priority going forward.
